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INTRODUCTION
How does one begin to explain the American system of government? Relying on the basic structure of government found within the U.S. Constitution and definitions of key terms, it might seem to some a simple and straightforward task. However, there is no simple explanation that can do justice to the complex and often chaotic political system in which the American government operates. In terms of its brevity and descriptive nature, perhaps the best definition that we have ever found to describe the American political system comes from one of our former graduate school professors at the University of Southern California, the late Herbert E. Alexander, who used to give the following definition to students on the first day in his American government courses: "The United States is governed under a system of separation of powers (checks and balances) by a President elected by the Electoral College but responsible to the people and subject to a co-equal Congress composed of two semi-autonomous bodies with two decentralized and non-ideological and undisciplined parties whose candidates mainly are nominated independently of the parties, then elected first past the post at fixed election dates by an unstable and relatively small electorate whose political interests are diverse, often volatile, and sometimes mobilized into interest organizations that seek to influence the outcome of elections and of public policy decisions. A co-equal judiciary has the power of judicial review of executive and legislative actions, and of state actions. Powers are further divided as between the national and state governments in a federal system."
In the end, this definition seems to both avoid and embrace the many contradictions and complexities that make up the very essence of the American political and policymaking processes. Contradictions, both large and small, abound within American government; the U.S. Constitution itself grants power to the three branches of the federal government, while at the same time, the Bill of Rights limits the power of the government in relation to individual citizens. In addition, political power can emanate from many places, including formal institutions (such as a legislature) and formal political actors (such as a president or state governor) and nonformal institutions and political actors as well (such as a grassroots movement of citizens at the local level). It is important to remember that not only are the governing institutions themselves not static, but the political actors who participate in the governing process help to create a constantly evolving system of policymaking in an effort to meet the needs of a constantly evolving society.
While we certainly acknowledge that providing the definitive explanation of how American government operates is perhaps an impossible task, we nonetheless offer this three-volume encyclopedia of American government and civics to provide nearly 400 essay-styled entries that cover a vast range of important topics and issues for any student of the American political system. The topics included cover the most fundamental concepts and terms relating to American government and civics; that is, the government and how it operates, as well as citizens and how they participate within the political, electoral, and policymaking processes. The encyclopedia is divided into nine sections. The first section includes the fundamental concepts, as well as theories and terms related to them, Foundations and Background of U.S. Government, which covers the Founding Era and the evolution of the American system of constitutional government. The next two sections are devoted to Civil Rights and Civic Responsibilities, and Political Participation, which emphasize the many ways in which citizens act within and as part of the governing process, as well as how they react to government policies and decisions. The next three sections cover the three branches of the federal government, the Legislative Branch, the Executive Branch, and the Judicial Branch, and detail the unique institutional aspects and political actors found in each. The final three sections cover Public Policy, State and Local Government, and International Politics and Economics, which can be categorized as the most important outputs of the federal government in terms of what it produces (through policymaking and the distribution of resources to citizens at the federal, state, and local levels), and how the American government interacts and coexists with the remaining nations around the globe.
As the editors of this volume, we would like to thank all of our wonderful colleagues for sharing so generously with us their time and expertise. The cumulative intellectual power of this encyclopedia is amazing thanks to each and every contributor. We would particularly like to thank our respective department colleagues at Chapman University and Loyola Marymount University, many of whom went above and beyond in their willingness to contribute essential entries for each section. In addition, we would like to acknowledge the encouragement and support of our editor, Owen Lancer, at Facts On File, for helping to guide us from an initial list of entries to the finished product at hand. Finally, we are most grateful for the continued encouragement and support that we receive from our families, no matter how many projects we take on and no matter how many deadlines are looming.
-Lori Cox Han Chapman University Michael A. Genovese Loyola Marymount University
FOUNDATIONS AND BACKGROUND OF U.S. GOVERNMENT accountability
The essence of demo cratic control of government by the governed is seen in the practice of accountability: being responsible for and answerable for one's actions. In the United States, accountability consists of government officials being bound by and answerable to the will of the people as expressed in regularized, free elections, as well as in law and the U.S. Constitution. As Associate Justice Samuel F. Miller noted in United States v. Lee (1882), "All officers of the government, from the highest to the lowest, are creatures of law and are bound to obey it." In one sense, accountability is a simple pro cess: people are to be held to account for their actions. A baseball coach whose team loses year after year is fired because he did not live up to hopes or expectationshe is held accountable for the poor per for mance of his team. Does a similar type of accountability apply in the world of politics? Yes, through elections that allow the people to "fire" a politician who is deemed to be performing his or her duties in effec tive ly or irresponsibly. Regularized elections are believed to be the key method of keeping officials accountable and responsible to the will and wishes of the people.
Institutionally, accountability stems from the separation of powers and system of checks and balances that such a separation implies. The framers of the U.S. Constitution embedded into the new system of government an institutional device that divided po liti cal power among the three branches of government. In this way each branch had a role in checking and balancing the others. Not trusting power in the hands of any one person or any one branch, for fear that this might lead to tyranny, they spread power out and fragmented it among the executive branch, legislative branch, and judicial branch. Accountability was thus a key element in the creation of the separation of powers.
In a demo cratic system, accountability is owed to the people and occurs via elections. In a republican form of government, the other branches demand accountability through the separation of powers and the rule of law. Thus, in the United States there are two forms of accountability to which government officials must be answerable: to the voters in periodic elections, and to the other branches in the system of checks and balances.
Various forms of ongoing accountability can be seen in the impeachment pro cess, which allows government officials to be removed from office for cause; elections that require government officials to go back to the voters for reelection; and structural accountability that can be seen in the day-to-day pro cess of the checks and balances of the different institutions of government.
Accountability is at the center of demo cratic control of government. Information and transparency are required if accountability is to be maintained. In an age of war against terrorism, the demands of accountability have often clashed with perceived needs to protect national security. Thus, the George W. Bush administration has been especially active in classifying
